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There is a growing body of knowledge that examines the tasks and processes for successful sport and
recognizes that sport development activities undertaken within the framework of recruitment, reten-
tion, and transition should vary between sports and contexts. There has been little research that has
examined newermodels of sport development in emerging sports. This research examines elite sport
development structure and delivery in the sport of triathlon in the USA and Australia. The research
team conducted interviews with representatives responsible for the delivery and development of
triathlon. The results show three overarching elements in elite sport development: (1) the sport
development process, (2) the sport development setting, and (3) outsourcing delivery of sport devel-
opment. Triathlon has different processes and settings for sport development between the USA and
Australia. However, both countries share a core similarity in how they deliver elite sport through a
third party organization. A discussion of the implications for the development of newmodels of elite
sport development ensues.
Keywords: elite sport development, triathlon, high-performance sport, sport governance
INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE
REVIEW
Elite sport development policy and manage-
ment is of significant importance to govern-
ments internationally for various social
and financial reasons (Houlihan and Green,
2008; Shilbury et al., 2008; Sotiriadou et al.,
2008). As a result, nations are copying and
adopting various elite sport developmental
policies and practices from others. As a
result, the literature has begun to explore
the international similarities of elite sport
development (De Bosscher et al., 2009a;
Green and Oakley, 2001; Houlihan and
Green, 2008; Nicolson et al., 2011). While a
useful exercise within traditional sport,
there are new breeds of sport that are
increasingly competed at elite levels of
competition. This new breed of sports is
not necessarily delivered or managed like
traditional sports and does not reflect the
same homogenous developmental policies
and practices as noted by De Bosscher
et al. (2009a). A case in point, the upcoming
summer Olympics London 2012 dropped
the traditional sports of baseball and softball
(the first sports to be dropped since 1936)
and now offers BMX and Mountain Biking in
the programme.
The delivery of these newer sports does
not follow similar methods as traditional
sports in various nations (Houlihan and
Green, 2008). For example, the club system
in Australia exists for baseball and softball,
but not for BMX or Mountain Biking. In the
USA, a long-standing delivery of baseball
and softball traditionally occurs in the
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education system, yet BMX and Mountain
Biking do not (Sparvero et al., 2008). A
paucity of attention to the development
models used by these sports to nurture ath-
letes to the elite level exists in the sport man-
agement literature (Bowers et al., 2011). Due
to the infancy of this new breed of sports at
the highest level of competition, there is a
lack of established processes used to
develop elite athletes and they rarely follow
traditional models of sport delivery
(Bowers et al., 2011). Triathlon is a non-tra-
ditional sport that, while relatively new com-
pared to traditional sport, does not follow
similar models of delivery.
The 2000 Sydney Games introduced the
sport of triathlon into the Olympic summer
programme. Now in its fourth Olympiad,
triathlon offers a unique context to explore
the notion of elite sport development. As a
non-traditional sport, it has had just over
10 years of established sport performance
at the elite level and, as such, of managerial
policies and practices to develop high-per-
formance athletes to sustain its status in
international competition, including the
Games. Australia and US triathletes are con-
sistently represented in the top 10 results
for international competition, including the
Olympics, (Triathlon.org, 2011) yet a scarcity
of information about the models of develop-
ment for elite athletes in triathlon exists.
This study fills this knowledge gap by exam-
ining elite sport development structure and
delivery in the sport of triathlon in the USA
and Australia.
There is a growing body of knowledge that
examines theprocessesof elite sport develop-
ment (De Bosscher et al., 2009a, 2009b; Green,
2005; Green and Collins, 2008; Green and
Oakley, 2001; Sotiriadou et al., 2008). Green
(2005)describes threebasic tasks for effective
sport development – they are athlete recruit-
ment, athlete retention, and athlete transition
(or nurturing) to higher levels of competition.
The literature suggests that sport pro-
grammes need to be planned, designed and
appropriately delivered and monitored to be
successful (Green, 2005; Newland and Green,
2011). These programmes need to be cogni-
zant of the internal environment of the par-
ticular sport, as well as how the sport
embeds in the social environment (Green,
2005; Newland and Green, 2011). In essence,
Green (2005) suggests that there is not a one-
size-fits-all list of activities under the three
basic tasks. Rather sport development activi-
ties undertaken within the framework of
recruitment, retention, and transition should
vary between sports and contexts.
Three traditional sports, eachwith specific
sport development activities, make triathlon
a unique context for study. Not only are
these sports embedded socially in many
nations, but also swimming, cycling, and ath-
letics are well-established sports with unique
internal environments, existing sport devel-
opment pathways, and processes for recruit-
ment, retention, and transition. This is
certainly true for both the USA and Australia.
For example, swimming and athletics are
strongly embedded in the educational sport
system prevalent in the USA (Bowers et al.,
2011). In Australia, all three disciplines are
strongly embedded and highly developed in
the club system prevalent in the country
(Hoye and Nicolson, 2011). Each of these
sports has been part of the Olympics in
their own right for over 100 years. However,
what is not clear is how a sport that combines
such embedded traditional single sports
develops its elite sport systems.
While the sport development practice of
triathlon varies from traditional sports in
each country, the delivery of triathlon is
similar in both countries in that sport activi-
ties (e.g. events, coaching, etc.) are out-
sourced to third party organizations
(TPOs). These TPOs are for-profit companies
external to the national governing body of
the sport and fill a gap that the governing
body is unable to fill (Bowers et al., 2011;
Sparvero et al., 2008). This setting then pro-
vides the opportunity to explore new
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models of elite sport development. There-
fore, this study examines sport developmen-
tal processes in two countries that have
sustained success in triathlon at the elite
level, Australia and the USA.
De Bosscher et al. (2006) classify the
factors that lead to international success in
sport into three levels: macro-socio-cultural
factors that cannot be influenced by sport
policy; meso-factors that can easily be influ-
enced by sport policy; and micro-individual
athlete factors many of which can easily be
influenced by sport policy. While this
research recognizes that the environment
of elite development in triathlon in the USA
and Australia differs, which is in line with
De Bosscher et al. (2006), the focus of this
study is to provide an analysis of how elite
development in triathlon is managed (meso-
level factors).
De Bosscher et al. (2009b) identified nine
pillars as the building blocks for elite sport
development and suggested that a blend of
these macro-, meso-, and micro-level pillars
is necessary for success. The elite develop-
ment practices of six nations were compared
and those nations most successful at produ-
cing elite athletes had invested in four pillars
(all meso-level): financial support for elite
sport, athletic and post career support, train-
ing facilities, and coach development
(De Bosscher et al., 2006, 2009b). The USA
delivers those four pillars, to some extent,
through a well-developed education system
for traditional sports (Bowers et al., 2011).
The interscholastic and intercollegiate pro-
grammes fully support the processes for
recruitment, retention, and nurturing
through to the elite level for traditional
sport. The chaotic and underdeveloped
club system, however, often offers the non-
traditional sports in the USA (Bowers et al.,
2010, 2011; Green, 2005). Furthermore, for
other sports (traditional included), delivery
exists in both systems thereby muddying
the development pathway even more
(Bowers et al., 2011; Green, 2005). Australia
delivers the four pillars of elite sport devel-
opment through a well-developed commu-
nity club-based system, which is linked to
high-performance institutes that are highly
supported by government funding (Hoye
and Nicolson, 2011; Shilbury and Kellett,
2011; Sotiriadou et al., 2008).
Similarly, Oakley and Green (2001) ident-
ified 10 factors that were uniform in nations
that experienced international success.
Specific to this study, in relation to the exam-
ination of new models of elite sport develop-
ment and delivery, they identified the
importance of role clarity and effective
lines of communication among stakeholders
within the elite development network that
function to maintain the system, simplicity
of administration, and well-structured com-
petitive programmes (Oakley and Green,
2001). Likewise, Sotiriadou and Shilbury
(2009) described the meso-level processes
(provided by National Sport Organisations
(NSO)) in the development of elite athletes
in the Australian setting. They reinforced
the importance of the well-developed struc-
ture in the Australian system, and they
suggested that developmental processes
within the existing network were pivotal for
elite success. In support of De Bosscher
et al. (2009b), they found that NSOs under-
stood that talent identification was the
most necessary process in elite sport devel-
opment (Sotiriadou and Shilbury, 2009), but
perhaps the least supported as they
assume it was supplied through Australia’s
existing sport development pathways and
structures, including the institutes of sport.
Research, thus, far in sport development
continues to explore existing models of
elite development. It has been suggested
that once a nation is on a particular sport
development pathway (i.e. focused on elite
or focused on participation), it is difficult
for practitioners to divert from such trajec-
tories (Green and Collins, 2008). That is, cul-
tural, social, and political factors (macro-
level) pre-determine the practice of sport
172 Newland and Kellett
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development, which may perhaps lead to
further convergence in the field (De
Bosscher et al., 2006). Despite the suggestion
that sport development practices are becom-
ing homogenous (De Bosscher et al., 2009a;
Green and Oakley, 2001), and that sport
development processes are assumed to lie
within existing structures and frameworks
(Sotiriadou and Shilbury, 2009), it is of inter-
est to further explore emerging sport deliv-
ery models. This research examines elites
sport development and delivery in the
sport of triathlon in the USA and Australia.
METHOD
Before data collection, researchers obtained
ethics approval and verbal informed consent
from participants to record the interview.
Data presented in this study were collected
as part of a larger comparative study of
triathlon in Australia and the USA. Therefore,
this paper presents a specific sample from
this larger study.
Participants
To elicit feedback about current program-
ming, 60-min in-person and telephone inter-
views were conducted with six
representatives from US and Australian
national governing bodies, US regional and
Australian state governing bodies, and local
community representatives from both
countries (Fontana and Frey, 2000). The com-
bination of techniques was used to increase
access to the triathlon representatives in
both countries. Both telephone (n ¼ 3) and
in-person (n ¼ 3) interviewees responded
to the same questions. Researchers sent a
follow-up email that asked the participant
to expand on the specific topic(s) in question
when additional information was required.
In-person interviews were conducted at a
neutral location or in the representative’s
place of business. Responses in-person and
via telephone were not substantially differ-
ent in either length or content.
The researchers chose six triathlon repre-
sentatives based on employment length,
knowledge of the sport and elite develop-
ment policies, and experience delivering
the elite development programming
(Table 1). Representatives had varied work
experience in sport generally and triathlon
specifically. Two of the representatives had
over a decade of experience in sport govern-
ance, but had only recently moved into their
roles within triathlon in the last few years.
One representative was a former Olympian
in a different unrelated sport and had transi-
tioned into triathlon as both a successful
elite level athlete and within a management
position. The race director had no personal
experience in triathlon events, but had
hosted other sporting events over the past
15 years. Finally, the remaining two had 5–
10 years experience in management roles in
triathlon. Their combined leadership experi-
ence, in both sport generally and the sport of
triathlon specifically, provided a broad pro-
spective of the status of elite development
in triathlon.
Procedure
The 60-min interviews followed a semi-struc-
tured interview guide. The interviews
Table 1. Participant Breakdown
US setting Australian setting
USA triathlon representative Triathlon Australia representative
USAT regional representative State triathlon representative
Community-level race director Community level race director
Case of triathlon in the USA and Australia 173
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focused on the current state of triathlon,
factors that hindered or fostered growth in
the sport (e.g. programmes and/or policy),
and pathways for elite development. Partici-
pants were also asked about the influence
of other sports development models,
especially the single-sport disciplines rep-
resented in triathlon.
Analysis
The researchers digitally recorded all inter-
views and noted specific observations during
each interview. The data were then hand-
coded and analysed in two steps. First,
descriptive coding was used to group all the
responses to each interview question
together, observation notes were added
(where relevant) and then pattern coding
was used to code themes and patterns (Miles
and Huberman, 1994). Comparisons were
made both within and across the various set-
tings (national, regional/state, and local).
Three procedures were utilized to ensure
the quality of the data collected: purposive
sampling, investigator triangulation, and
search for alternative explanations (Lincoln
and Guba, 1985). The sample was chosen
specifically due to their expertise and/or
role within elite development in triathlon.
Investigator triangulation was used to cross-
check the information (Johnson, 1997) and
peer debriefing was employed to improve
the accuracy of the observations (Creswell,
2003). The researchers independently
searched and then discussed possibilities
for alternative explanations and compari-
sons were then made among the investi-
gators’ conclusions (Johnson, 1997).
RESULTS
The results show five themes emerging to
represent three overarching elements: (1)
the sport development process (one
theme), (2) the sport development setting
(two themes), and (3) outsourcing delivery
of sport development (two themes). Due to
limited space, the results are discussed
below and the quotes for the qualitative
data are given in Table 2.
Sport Development Process
The theme that dominated this element was
the process by which to best develop the
elite athletes. This differed greatly between
the two countries. In the USA, one elite devel-
opment tactic was to ‘poach’ elite level ath-
letes from the single-sport disciplines
within triathlon. Mainly, these were swim-
mers and runners performing at an elite
level, but had reached the ceiling of
success in that single sport.
The athletes identified for potential talent
are invited to a week long summer camp at
the Olympic Training Center, connected to
an experienced triathlon coach pro bono for
a year, assigned a former Olympian mentor,
and receive guidance on race selection to
fast track earning an elite card (USATriathlo-
n.org, 2011). While the athlete does receive
some benefits from the governing body, the
responsibility of performance development
is largely left to the athlete (and the coach
they eventually hire). Additionally, USAT
dedicates very little resources to this pro-
gramme and the effects are noticeable in
international competition. Since triathlon
was introduced in the 2000 Olympics, the
USA has only medalled once (a bronze) in
the Olympic games (USATriathlon.org,
2011) and has only seen an average of 3.33
triathletes ranked in the top 25 internation-
ally (Triathlon.org, 2011). Not one American
triathlete representing the USA at the
Olympic Games started in triathlon, most
have roots in cross country and/or swim-
ming (USATriathlon.org, 2011).
Australia, on the other hand, has a very
different approach to developing elite ath-
letes. Rather than poaching from the single
sport within the disciplines, Australia devel-
ops triathletes specifically. Once identified
174 Newland and Kellett
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Table 2. Qualitative Findings
Element Theme Quote
Sport development
process
Developing triathletes vs. re-training single-
sport athletes
‘We’ve restructured our pathways so that we can support an athlete early on to
achieve in the sport. Once they’re identified, we get them into the programs and
training they need to be successful.’ (TA representative)
‘We have a great program to attract athletes from swimming and running that
didn’t quite make it in their sport, or have reached the pinnacle of their career in
that sport and have potential in triathlon.’ (USAT representative)
Sport development setting Developing and leveraging clubs, and elite
performance institutes
‘Our clubs and state representatives’ work together to identify athletes at events
or pops up through the clubs. They are then passed on to the state institutes.’
(TA representative)
‘[A] promising junior who’s done well in the school’s championship or the state
triathlon association has identified the junior, that athlete will be asked to
participate in the national talent academy in that state. [The athlete] will spend
three years in a camp space program, which then you’ll apply for an elite
scholarship with the state or national institute of sport.’ (TA representative)
Underdevelopment and failure to leverage
clubs and the education system
‘We’ve got the high performance team program. The program provides funding
for the establishment and growth of well-organized training programs for elite
development, but the clubs are spread throughout the US. I think we need one
in every state, but we still don’t have some teams in all our regions. However,
the programs are fulfilling a need and are improving.’ (USAT national
representative)
‘Triathlon is not an NCAA sport, so there is the challenge of losing kids to
swimming/running, which provides opportunity/scholarships at the next level.
Since it is also not present in the public schools, recruitment/retention becomes
an issue when school resumes & single-sport coaches are not willing to allow
athletes to cross-train, forcing athletes to choose between the single sport and
triathlon. I’m not sure we’ll ever see it in interscholastic sports – the cycling on
roads would probably be too much of a liability.’ (USAT regional representative)
Outsourcing delivery of
sport development
Impacting structure ‘We sold our soul to the devil, but honestly, the consumers are better served by
event companies rather than [NSO].’ (TA representative)
‘If USA Triathlon disappeared tomorrow, it would have no effect whatsoever on
my business.’ (US event director)
Impacting policy ‘USAT “granted” permission for the World Triathlon Corporation (owners of
Ironman) to set a new policy on wetsuits and skin suits. In my opinion, I think
they had to allow permission to save face. At last check, their own policies have
changed to align with WTCs policies. Funny how that happened.’ (US Race
Director)
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as a potential talent, the athlete is invited to
attend the state or national sport institute
where their talent is nurtured and developed
year round in state-of-the-art facilities
(Triathlon.org.au, 2011). This is evident by
representation in the last three Olympic
games, where the majority climbed the
ranks through junior triathlon (Triathlon.or-
g.au). Since the 2000 Sydney Olympic
games, Triathlon Australia has allocated
more funding to elite development pro-
grammes with success in the last three
Games with four medals (one gold, two
silver, and one bronze) (Triathlon.org.au,
2011). Additionally, Australia has on
average 5.67 athletes ranked in the top 25
internationally (Triathlon.org, 2011).
Sport Development Setting
Both countries deliver triathlon through
clubs. However, in the USA, there are two
very different challenges. First, the club
system is underdeveloped. It is fair to say
that there are some clubs which are deliver-
ing triathlon successfully, yet the governing
body has failed to leverage the small
number of existing clubs appropriately for
the development of the sport. Furthermore,
triathlon has failed to become part of the
existing sport development frameworks
within the education system or leverage the
education framework appropriately for the
development of their sport. That is, the
only way they leverage the education
system is to poach athletes, rather than
develop sport-specific processes and path-
ways. Unlike Australia, the US triathlon
clubs are more akin to training groups
managed by entrepreneurs more interested
in profits created by memberships rather
than sport development. Most coaches are
not trained to identify and report talent to
the regional or national governing bodies.
Additionally, there are no clear pathways
for elite development within these clubs/
training groups. To help support elite
development, US Triathlon has offered
funding to clubs that can offer a high-per-
formance setting. However, there are a
limited number of these high-performance
teams spread across the USA.
Outsourcing Delivery of Sport
Development
Two themes developed out of outsourcing
for sport development: (1) impact on struc-
ture and (2) impact on policy. In both
countries, the delivery of the sport (i.e.
events) is outsourced to TPOs. There are a
multitude of opportunities to make money
in the sport through events, charities, coach-
ing, training seminars, camps/clinics,
tourism and travel, and destination branding
(e.g. Ironman competitions). Entrepreneurs
have leapt at the opportunity to provide
these opportunities. The governing bodies
have readily relinquished the management
of these programmes, mainly due to lack of
expertise and/or resources. However, this
has n’t come without a price, as demon-
strated by the following two themes.
Impact on structure
As a result of their importance to the sport
and the processes of sport development,
TPOs have become a core functional
element for the delivery of triathlon. In fact,
when asked to draw a model of what triath-
lon delivery looked like, all representatives
in this study drew TPOs as the primary
unit. Indeed, from the perspective of TPOs
(in both countries), the governing bodies
rendered themselves irrelevant to the
TPOs’ capacity to deliver the sport of triath-
lon. The results of this study suggest that in
the sport of triathlon, a new structure of
elite sport development is emerging.
Impact on policy
Policy on elite development in triathlon in
both Australia and the USA is driven by the
needs of the TPOs. The governing bodies in
176 Newland and Kellett
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
6:4
0 3
1 M
ay
 20
12
 
both countries react to the business environ-
ment, where TPOs have captured the market
of consumers, rather than proactively
setting development agendas that would be
consistent with the work of governing
bodies. TPOs have refined their products
and services so well to meet consumer
needs, which enable them to successfully
recruit, retain, and nurture development to
the elite level in triathlon. Consumers are
willing to pay for the products and services
offered by the TPOs. In turn, TPOs are able
to create profit through the delivery of
their products and services, which in
essence reflect the three processes of sport
development (recruitment, retention, and
nurturing). In essence, the better TPOs are
at these processes, the more the money
they are likely to generate. The centrality of
TPOs to the structure of the sport delivery
and development, and their ability to
sustain their business through the sport
(without the support of the governing
body) place TPOs in a unique position to
impact and drive policy in triathlon.
DISCUSSION
The purpose of this study was to examine
sport development processes in Australia
and the USA, two countries that have sus-
tained success in triathlon at the elite level.
The findings demonstrate three overarching
meso-level elements present within elite
development in the USA and Australia: devel-
opment processes, development settings,
and development delivery. Two elements,
the sport development process and setting,
are very different between the two countries.
However, the final element of delivery, which
has been outsourced in both countries, has
impacted elite development triathlon in
similar ways in both countries. The findings
from this research suggest that new models
of elite sport development are emerging
which will impact both theory and practice
in sport development.
Sport Development Process
The USA has taken an interesting approach
for the practice of elite development. One
tactic practitioners have taken to is to
poach successful elite athletes from single-
sport disciplines that make up the sport of
triathlon. Instead of developing their own
sport development processes and settings,
practitioners rely on the developmental
processes of the single-sport disciplines.
This represents perhaps an innovative
approach to identifying talent by the US
NGBs. De Bosscher et al. (2009b) suggested
that talent identification and development
(pillar 4) was the biggest weakness in elite
sport development for all six nations in
that study. Furthermore, Sotiriadou and
Shilbury (2009) suggest that innovative
approaches to talent identification are
necessary for success at the international
level. But, the way in which the US NGBs
poach athletes has not allowed for triathlon
to be treated as a sport in its own right and
the nuances of training and competition and
the tactics of combining the three disci-
plines are ignored (Green, 2005). Develop-
ment in triathlon is assumed to be the
same as development in the single-sport
disciplines of swimming, cycling, or ath-
letics, which contradicts Green’s (2005)
assertion that development within a
specific sport, in this case triathlon, must
be treated as a unique context. Further-
more, this innovative approach to talent
identification and ultimately, elite sport
development, highlights that homogeneity
of elite sport systems is not supported (De
Bosscher et al., 2009a). While this approach
is novel, a successful elite single-sport
athlete will not necessarily produce a suc-
cessful elite triathlete. There are many
nuances to triathlon that do not necessarily
transfer from the single sport (Green, 2005).
Case of triathlon in the USA and Australia 177
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This is evident in the struggling success of
the US triathletes at the international level
(Triathlon.org, 2011).
In contrast, practitioners in the Australian
setting have designed triathlon-specific
development pathways for athletes using
the well-developed structures and meso-
level processes as identified by Sotiriadou
and Shilbury (2009). That is, triathlon is
recognized as a sport in its own right; thus,
developmental processes are designed to
create well-rounded triathletes who are
skilled across all three disciplines and in
the competitive tactics required for the
sport. In this way, the Australian setting use
the community club-based system and insti-
tutes of sport to provide activities in
athlete recruitment, retention, and nurturing
that are sport-specific (Hoye and Nicolson,
2011). Instead of transitioning athletes from
a single-sport discipline (similar to the USA,
as described earlier), Triathlon Australia
are building a foundation of triathletes that
they can vertically transition to higher
levels of competition creating efficiency in
the development process (Green, 2005;
Oakley and Green, 2001; Sotiriadou et al.,
2008; Sotiriadou and Shilbury, 2009).
Sport Development Setting
Although the USA poaches athletes from
single sports to triathlon, US governing
bodies are investing in the development of
junior triathletes, similarly to Australia.
There is, however, a clear difference in the
leverage of the macro-level sport develop-
ment settings within which they are
embedded. While De Bosscher et al. (2006)
suggest that it is difficult to change these
factors, the current research results suggest
organizations can use the settings for meso-
level development processes. For example
in the USA, triathlon is not a part of the
highly developed interscholastic and inter-
collegiate sport development settings.
Because triathlon is not in the education
setting, the governing body has difficulty
competing with single sports to attract ath-
letes and offer athletes a clear development
pathway from high school, through college,
and onto the elite ranks of international com-
petition (Bowers et al., 2011; Green, 2005;
Green and Collins, 2008; Sparvero et al.,
2008). Triathlon cannot offer the financial
support, athletic career support, training
facilities, and coach development (De
Bosscher et al., 2009a; Sparvero et al., 2008)
that single sports in the education system
can provide. Interestingly, the inability to be
part of the education system has led them
to utilize the macro-level setting by poaching
athletes, as previously described.
Another tactic triathlon must use is to
leverage the club system in the USA.
However, this system is currently under-
developed at best (Bowers et al., 2011).
Local community triathlon enthusiasts who
have realized that the entrepreneurial oppor-
tunities the sport-related activities provide
most often run clubs (Bowers et al., 2010).
While they canmakemoney from these activi-
ties that arguably contribute to sport devel-
opment (e.g. events and training/coaching
programmes), the entrepreneurial gain does
not necessarily relate to the broader objec-
tives of the governing bodies for sport devel-
opment. Therefore, development occurs in
local pockets because community enthu-
siasts cater to their own market (and
bottom line) (Bowers et al., 2011), which con-
tradicts the evidence that suggests national
strategies are necessary for elite develop-
ment (De Bosscher et al., 2009b). As a result,
the local for-profit providers can offer
greater rewards to the athletes and, in turn,
become more valuable and powerful than
the governing body. Furthermore, as the US
club system is not underpinned by a strong
club culture or strong leadership from the
governing body (Bowers et al., 2011), so the
individual club growth strategies are not
necessarily the best for the elite development
of the sport.
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The sport development setting for triath-
lon in Australia is deeply embedded in the
community club system (Hoye and Nicolson,
2011; Sotiriadou and Shilbury, 2009). Inter-
estingly, in Australia, triathlon is treated as
a unique sport, that is different to the
single-sport disciplines that make it up.
Perhaps the strongest signal about the
approach to sport development in the Aus-
tralian setting is that the task of building
sport development systems and pathways
for triathlon is unique. Thus, it does not
use or depend upon the single-sport disci-
plines for pathways or processes that are
already well established for each of those
sports. On the other hand, triathlon in Aus-
tralia has used the highly developed club
system to integrate the sport into existing
swimming, cycling, and athletics facilities
(without competing with them). As a result
of the synergistic relationships, clubs have
gained access to financial resources to
assist in developing their own coaches,
elite development processes, and support
for athletes which is consistent with the
research that identifies successful elements
of sport development programming (De
Bosscher et al., 2009b; Oakley and Green,
2001; Sotiriadou et al., 2008).
Sport Delivery
As the sport struggles for its survival and for
ways to develop elite athletes, there has
been a heavy reliance by governing bodies
on TPOs to assist the growth of the sport
(Bowers et al., 2010, 2011). The comparison
of two countries has shown that despite the
differences in the development processes
and settings within the nation, the sport is
struggling with the same issue to provide
coordinated sport development pathways
(Green and Collins, 2008; Sotiriadou and Shil-
bury, 2009) and processes (Sotiriadou et al.,
2008) to ensure elite success. The cross-
national study has highlighted that this
sport, in particular, is entrepreneurial in
nature by seeking new structures and
models of delivery to ensure elite success.
There have been some failures and some suc-
cesses (as noted above) with this approach,
the main challenge being that rather than
leveraging their partnerships with the
TPOs, governing bodies have been in
danger of making themselves irrelevant. If
the governing bodies are made redundant
by the TPOs, then public funding of the
sport can pose a potential problem,
especially for Australia. In 2010–2011, Triath-
lon Australia received $1.1 million AUD in
public monies allocated specifically to elite
development (Australian Sports Commis-
sion, 2010)). If TPOs are delivering elite
development services, this becomes an
ethical issue of how public money is spent
and accountability. This model of govern-
ance may not be sustainable. There is no
public money allocated to triathlon in the
USA and the US Olympic Committee provides
minimal funding (USATriathlon.org, 2011).
Because the TPOs are working within a
capital-free market and there is no public
funding for the sport, the ethical issues and
accountability do not exist. However, there
is an important issue both countries face:
what is the impact of TPOs not producing
successful elite athletes? The results from
this study suggest that there would be no
impact on the TPO, ultimately, because
their business success is not dependent on
elite athletes – it is dependent on partici-
pation. Therefore, in this capitalist environ-
ment, national governing bodies must find
ways to remain a key stakeholder in the gov-
ernance and delivery of the sport, as results
from this study suggest they are losing
ground to TPOs.
As the demand for the TPO participation
programmes and services are so high (that
is, they deliver most triathlon events in Aus-
tralia and the USA) developing event and
sport policies that meet consumer needs
drives their business and profitability
(Bowers et al., 2010). The event and sport
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policies set by the TPOs do not necessarily
match those generated by the governing
bodies of the sport in the USA and Australia.
For example, consumers choose to partici-
pate under race policies that are familiar to
them and are consistent with their needs as
triathlon consumers. Consumers choose to
race more often in TPO-delivered events. It
is these event policies and competition
rules that they are most familiar with, there-
fore, due to the pulling power this gives the
TPO, the governing bodies are forced to
adopt the TPO policies in their own events
to stay relevant in the sector.
The results of this research have high-
lighted that there are new models of elite
development emerging in sport. Although
such models provide challenges to tra-
ditional sport development frameworks (as
described in the current research in the
USA and Australia), it is clear that triathlon
represents a sport development model that
demonstrates that elite sport development
can be outsourced. There are clear impli-
cations for practice and research in this field.
Implications for Future Research
Research that examines newer sports and
new models of the delivery of sport develop-
ment is embryonic. As such, there is a need
to further explore emerging models of sport
development from a theoretical perspective
and add to the current knowledge about
the diversity of sport development systems
that are viable (De Bosscher et al., 2009b;
Green and Oakley, 2001), and the contextual
factors that impact their success (Sotiriadou
et al., 2008). This research has highlighted
that in the sport of triathlon, the governing
bodies, which have traditionally been
responsible for developing elite sport devel-
opment strategy and cascading it through
their respective development systems may
not necessarily be the most efficient or effec-
tive in delivering the core activities of athlete
recruitment, retention, and nurturing
(Green, 2005). Research that begins to
explore alternate structures and ways to
develop systems that ensure elite athletes
prevail is required.
Implications for the Education and Practice
of Sport Development Professionals
Furthermore, there is a need to better under-
stand the practical implications of the
results of this research. If national governing
bodies outsource the responsibility for sport
development, how do they continue to stay
relevant in the sport? What roles and respon-
sibilities might sport governing bodies
undertake if development is not one of
them? How might governing bodies and
external providers develop strategic
relationships? What are the implications for
the structure, management, and organization
of sport for the future? Furthermore, if sport
development is outsourced to external provi-
ders, what might the potential impact be on
sport participation when services are pay-
per-use in a for-profit environment? If new
models of sport development continue to
emerge, there is a need to determine the
impact on human resource management
and the skill sets required for the various
partners who deliver sport development.
The need to embed appropriate learning in
sport management education programmes
is also paramount.
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